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Abstract 
Higher Education Institutions are undergoing important changes involving the 
development of new roles and missions, which is having implications for their structure 
and administration. These institutions have responded differently based on their particular 
regulations and social circumstances. However, this diversity is proving problematic for 
the use of strategic planning tools to systematize and organize the required tasks aimed at 
a ‘desirable’ university model and more homogeneous university performance 
evaluations, especially to determine funding levels. This paper investigates the use of 
strategic plans as a tool to promote high quality performance. 
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JEL Codes: I23 Higher Education and Research Institutions; O21 Planning Models; 
Planning Policy. 
 
1. Introduction 
Since the mid-1980s, the traditional role of the university as a somewhat conservative 
creator and transmitter of knowledge has been questioned in the new globalized context 
(Gornitzka, 1999; Gumport, 2000; Kogan and Hanney, 2000; Mok, 2005). Experts in the 
field of higher education (HE) have emphasized the influential role of HE in the 
construction of knowledge economies and democratic societies (World Bank, 2002; EC, 
2003), and Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) (universities and HEIs are used 
interchangeably in this paper) are being forced to make important readjustments to 
respond to society’s demands (EC, 2010; EU, 2011). Competitiveness, productivity, 
quality and efficiency have become ‘buzz’ words in the context of the organization and 
daily operations of universities, although they generally refer to the short term (Sporn, 
1999). Now, the long term functioning of universities as independent institutions is being 
questioned and universities are being subjected to political and economic pressures 
(Sanyal, 1995; OECD, 1999, 2007; Uyarra, 2010).  
HEIs’ responses to new societal demands are having implications for their structure 
and administration (Gumport and Pusser, 1997; Slaughter and Leslie, 1997; OECD, 
1999). Responses differ according to the particular regulations and social circumstances 
of the university (Graffikin and Perry, 2009). Some universities have strong local or 
regional slants which influence their activities and specialisms; others have broadened 
their activities to become international actors (Clark, 1998; Askling et al., 1999; Bauer et 
al., 1999; Kogan et al., 2000); yet others have adjusted their internal procedures or 
adopted new administrative methods (new management) (Braun and Merrien, 1999; 
Kogan et al., 2000; Franzoni and Lissoni, 2009) or have transformed their organizations 
into entrepreneurial universities (Clark, 1998; Shattock, 2008).  
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Reconfiguring the universities is not straightforward and requires the use of 
planningtools to systematize and organize required tasks. Strategic planning identifies the 
university’s major directions. It allows resources to be concentrated on a limited number 
of functions in order to maximize the benefits to the university’s external stakeholders, 
such as students, employers of graduates, funding agencies and society, as well as internal 
stakeholders such as its faculty and staff (McConkey, 1981; Mintzberg et al., 1997; Arias 
Coello and Simón Martín, 2005). Although strategic planning processes are designed to 
fit the specific needs of the individual university (McConkey, 1981), there are certain 
features common to every successful ‘model’, for example, the university must first 
identify its vision and mission. This step is followed by a series of external and internal 
situational analyses and the gap between them, and to establish a benchmark, in order to 
provide context for the strategic planning (Drucker, 1980), including development of 
strategies, goals and action plans. The evolution of the plan may result in a different final 
strategy (Mintzberg, 1994) and involves period evaluation of its strategy and revisions to 
its final plans (Rowley et al., 1997), and it can take several years for strategic planning to 
become institutionalized (Lerner, 1999).  
Universities, like other service organizations, can differentiate themselves based on 
the types of programmes offered, their means of delivery, their clientele (student intake), 
location, etc. The strategic planning process should identify the university’s position and 
strengths within the wider university community, allowing its resources to be focused on 
a smaller number of efforts and abandoning activities that would be better fulfilled by 
others. However, the literature also includes references to the ‘desirable’ university model 
(Tassey, 2005) and the ‘superfluous’ diversity of universities. In this paper we analyse 
whether Spanish universities are adopting a similar (‘desirable’) university model, or 
differentiating themselves. 
The present paper discusses the first steps in a research project designed to provide an 
evaluation framework that can be used to monitor and regulate the quality of performance 
in Spanish public universities. We need a better understanding of what can be achieved 
by strategic planning in relation to predicting areas of activity and engagement/resources, 
and institutional culture, productivity/performance and innovation, 
quality/excellence/merit and impact and sustainability/support. The objective of the 
present article is to obtain a better understanding of the difficulties involved in promoting 
high quality and development of an effective management strategy at all levels 
(departmental/institutional to national/international). The ultimate aim is to provide a 
valid and flexible framework that can be applied to HEIs in Spain and other European 
countries. The indicators selected will allow the development of comparative and cross-
national studies to identify good practice, the development of recommendations to 
enhance quality, and to stimulate debate on the indicators, criteria and tools associated 
with assessment of institutional quality.  
We investigate what institutions can do to promote quality through the use of strategic 
plans and develop an empirical study aimed at building a reference case study. In Section 
2, we provide an overview of the introduction of strategic planning in the Spanish Higher 
Education System (HES). Section 3 describes the data source and the methodology used 
to analyse the strategic plans. Section 4 presents the empirical analysis in the form of a 
description of the content of the strategic plan and the differences among Spanish public 
universities. Section 5 presents the conclusions of this study. 
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2. Strategic Planning in the Spanish Higher Education System 
The Spanish HES is comprised almost exclusively of universities. In 2012, there were 
79 universities: 47 stated owned, 24 private, 6 open universities (1 public and 5 private) 
and 2 special public universities offering only their own post-graduate programmes and 
informal grades (MECyD, 2012). Nine of the current universities were established in the 
16
th
 century; only six public universities and four private universities were founded 
between then and 1968. Before the 1970s, the HES had a ‘Napoleonic’ organization, and 
universities were regulated by laws and standards issued by the state (García-Aracil, 
2007). The 19
th
 century and the Industrial Revolution did not result, as in many other 
countries, in the emergence of new institutions. Nevertheless, it was a critical time for 
Spanish universities; liberalism stemming from the French Revolution changed the 
structure of the state. 
A new model emerged in the 1970s with a shift from an elite system to mass HE. An 
important legal reform was completed in 1983, approving the University Reform Act 
(Ley de Reforma Universitaria, LRU) introducing democratization of the internal 
structure of universities and a move from direct state intervention to institutional 
autonomy, with the goal of enhancing the HE quality. To introduce the culture of 
assessment and quality improvement, in 1995, the Council of Universities created the 
National Programme for Assessment of Quality in Universities. This included programme 
reviews, and assessment of departments, research and management (Vidal, 2003).  
In the first years of the new millennium, Spanish universities found themselves in a 
new context as a result of the legal framework (Ley de Ordenación Universitaria, LOU) 
formulated by central government towards the end of 2001 and restructured in 2007. The 
legislative reform, LOU 2001, introduced profound changes to assessment of HEIs. The 
LOU established thresholds for accreditation of programmes (recognition by official 
qualifications) and certification for other university activities. The National Agency for 
Quality Assessment and Accreditation (ANECA) was created in 2002 to encourage 
universities to monitor their own performance critically. However, its framework and 
responsibilities have still not been clarified, but it is clear that its creation represents an 
important change in HES regulation.  
The LOU also established the universities’ main directions and strategic lines, and the 
guidelines and procedures for their implementation. It might be assumed that the 
proliferation of university strategic plans is the response to a legal obligation (Rodríguez-
Díaz et al, 1997; Taylor and Machado, 2006; Sánchez and Elena, 2010). However, the 
Spanish government has been encouraging universities to formulate standards in order to 
improve their quality and efficiency, in response to the large-scale structural 
reorganization of the HE sector following the Bologna Declaration, an agreement among 
all European governments to transform the HE structure, adaptation to the European 
Higher Education Area (EHEA) and incorporation of Spanish academic research in the 
European Research Area (ERA). These policy initiatives, combined with other market 
and non-market force are putting pressure on HE quality. 
Although Spanish experience in quality assessment and quality assurance has been 
positive (Martínez Cabrera, 2003; Duch, 2006; Duch-Brown and Vilalta, 2010), there are 
concerns about the links between assessment results and decision-making (Pollit, 1990; 
Mora and Vidal, 2000; Llinàs-Audet et al., 2011). In this context, the development of 
strategic plans for Spanish universities is seen as one of the tools for defining future 
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performance and constructing a roadmap to guide HEIs’ routines (Rodríguez-Díaz et al., 
1997; Torres et al., 2008). This management and quality tool, or strategic planning, can 
be used to improve processes and subprocesses within institutions (Gibson, 1994). Here, 
we analyse university strategic planning as a tool that could dramatically improve the 
ability of the university to meet the demands of its internal and external stakeholders and, 
thus, to improve the performance of the institution (Gabor, 1990).  
 
3. Data and Methodology 
Our analysis focuses on the public Spanish HES. A search of the websites of the 47 
Spanish public universities identified 36 downloadable strategic plans, representing 77% 
of the public HE system (see Table 1).  
Table 1. Spanish public universities’ strategic plans (last edition) 
University Period Title 
A Corunya 2005-10 Plano estratéxico de la UDC 2005-2010. Misión, Visión e Valores 
Alicante 2007-12 Plan estratégico de la Universidad de Alicante (Horizonte 2012) 
Almeria 2003-06 Plan estratégico Universidad de Almería 
Autonomous of Madrid 2003-06 Plan estratégico 2003-2006. Proyectos y acciones estratégicas 
Barcelona 2008-20 Plan marco UB Horizonte 2020 
Burgos 2004-08 Plan estratégico 2004-2008 
Cadiz 2005-10 Plan estratégico de la Universidad de Cádiz 2005-2010 
Cordoba 2006-15 Plan estratégico 2006-2015 
Girona 2008-13 Pla estratègic 2008-2013 de la Universitat de Girona 
Granada 2006-10 Plan estratégico 2006-2010 
Huelva 2008-10 Plan estratégico institucional 
Balearic Islands 2002-06 Pla estratègic de la Universitat de les Illes Balears, 2002-2006 
Jaen 2003-10 Plan estratégico 2003-2010 Universidad de Jaén 
Jaume I  2000-08 Sistema de dirección estratégica 
La Laguna 2006-15 Plan estratégico de la Universidad de la Laguna 
La Rioja 2002-05 Plan estratégico de la Universidad de la Rioja 2002-2005 
Gran Canaria 2002-06 Plan estratégico institucional 2002-2006 
Leon 2006-08 Plan estratégico ULE 2milseis / 2milocho 
Lleida 2006-12 Pla estratègic 2006-2012. Conceptes centrals 
Malaga 2009-12 Plan estratégico Universidad de Málaga 2009-2012 
Miguel Hernandez  2008-12 III Plan de calidad. Universidad pública con excelencia acreditada 
Murcia 2007-12 Plan estratégico institucional 2007-2012 Universidad de Murcia 
Oviedo 2005-10 La Universidad de Asturias. Plan estratégico 2005-2010 
Pablo Olavide 2009-11 Plan estratégico de la UPO. 2009-2011 
Basque Country 2007-11 Plan estratégico 2007-2011 de la UPV-EHU 
Technical of Catalunya 2008-10 Pla estratègic UPC 
Technical of Valencia 2007-14 Plan estratégico UPV. 2007-2014 
Public Navarra 2005-08 Universidad Pública de Navarra. II Plan estratégico. 2005-2008 
Rovira i Virgili 2008-13 Pla Estratègic 
Salamanca 2009-12 Plan Estratégico USAC 2009-2012 
Santiago de Compostela 2003-10 Plan estratégico de la USC. Objetivos estratégicos 
Seville 2008-12 Plan estratégico Universidad de Sevilla 
Valencia  2008-11 Plan estratégico 2008-2011 
Valladolid 2008-14 Plan estratégico de la Universidad de Valladolid 2008-2014 
Vigo 2008-12 Plan estratégico formato electrónico 2008-2012 
Zaragoza 2002-05 Plan estratégico 2002-2005 
Source: Own elaboration. 
 
There are 11 Spanish public universities not included in this study: Complutense 
University of Madrid because it was not possible to obtain its strategic planning 
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document; Rey Juan Carlos University and University of Extremadura because there were 
restrictions on downloading its strategic planning document; other universities because 
their strategic plans were related to specific areas or services (e.g., Pompeu Fabra 
University which focuses on research; University of Cantabria, University of Castilla La-
Mancha and Technical University of Cartagena whose strategic plans focus on 
management activities; University of Alcalá, Carlos III University and Technical 
University of Madrid whose plans focus on libraries); Autonomous University of 
Barcelona because its strategic planning refers to an ‘e-campus’ making it not comparable 
to other university strategic plans. 
A first look at the 36 strategic plans showed that most adopt the Harvard policy model 
developed by the Harvard Business School (Bryson, 1988). Systematic analysis of 
strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats (SWOT) is one of the bases of the 
Harvard model and is one of the steps in the strategic plans of most Spanish universities 
(see Figure 1). Therefore, we use the content analysis research technique to analyse the 
strategic plans. 
Figure 1. Strategic Planning Model. 
 
Source: Bryson, 1988. 
 
Content analysis considers data to be representations not of physical events, but of 
texts, images and expressions that have been created to be seen, read, interpreted and 
acted on (Krippendorff, 2004; Colyvas and Powell, 2006). Thus, we needed to define a 
unit of analysis encompassing three possible types: sampling units (included selectively), 
context units (text that identifies the information used to describe recording units), and 
recording units (separately described, recorded, transcribed or coded). In this paper, the 
unit of analysis is the university strategic plan; the context units are the three main 
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sections of the plans: Mission, Vision and Strategic Priorities; the recording units are the 
three main university missions: Teaching (diffusion of knowledge and skills through 
education and training of students); Research (discovery of new ideas through study and 
experimentation); and Knowledge Transfer (establishing links with other knowledge 
creation agents, transfers of qualified people and new technologies) (Molas-Gallart et al., 
2002; Göransson et al., 2009). Figure 2 describes the theoretical and practical approach to 
the content analysis of university strategic planning. 
 
Figure 2. Theoretical and practical framework of content analysis of strategic planning 
 
UNITS OF ANALYSIS 
SAMPLING 
UNITS 
CONTEXT  
UNITS 
RECORDING 
UNITS 
STRATEGIC PLANS 
Mission Vision Strategic Priorities 
Teaching Research Knowledge Transfer 
Source: Own elaboration. 
 
4. Empirical Findings 
Strategic Planning in Spanish Public Universities 
We first conduct a categorization process to organize and classify our recording units 
based on analogy and differentiation criteria, through the process of transforming raw 
data (i.e. strategic planning) into useful information. This process provides a corpus of 
material that enables identification of categories and indicators for each recording unit. 
Table 2 shows the distribution of indicators (the most basic unit of meaning) by context 
and recording units for the whole sample (36 strategic plans). We scored 17,573 
indicators. We observe that the distribution of indicators is related to the number of pages 
devoted to each context unit in the university strategic plan: 96% apply to Strategic 
Priorities and 4% to Mission and Vision.  
Table 2 shows also that 51.5% of indicators are related to Teaching, 25.8% to 
Research, and 22.7% to Knowledge Transfer. In the Mission unit, 47% of indicators refer 
to Teaching, 32.7% to Knowledge Transfer and 20.3% to Research. The distribution of 
Research and Knowledge Transfer in the Vision unit is 23% and 24% respectively, with 
Teaching accounting for 53%. In the Strategic Priorities unit, which has the highest 
number of indicators, the percentage related to Research (26.0%) is slightly higher than 
the percentage of indicators related to Knowledge Transfer (22.5%). Thus, the strong 
tradition of teaching in Spanish public universities is captured in the strategic plans in the 
higher percentages for this mission. In relation to the Mission unit knowledge transfer 
receives a slightly higher percentage than the other context units, showing that Spanish 
universities are starting to focus more on less developed activities. 
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Table 2. Number and distribution of indicators by context unit and recording unit 
Context Unit 
Recording Unit 
Total 
Teaching Research Knowledge Transfer 
 Nº % Nº % Nº % Nº % 
Mission 167 47.0 72 20.3 116 32.7 355 100.0 
Vision 201 53.0 87 23.0 91 24.0 379 100.0 
Strategic Priorities 8,684 51.6 4,370 26.0 3,785 22.5 16,839 100.0 
Total 9,052 51.5 4,529 25.8 3,992 22.7 17,573 100.0 
Source: Own elaboration. 
 
To enable a better understanding of the indicators scored into the strategic plans, we 
group them according to different categories (e.g., inputs and outputs) establishing at the 
end two dimensions referred as Resources and Activities, and Results and Outcomes. 
Table 3 shows the distribution of indicators by recording units and dimensions. For the 
Teaching recording unit and the Resources and Activities dimension, the four indicators 
that score highest are: students (20.8%), qualifications (15.3%), teachers (15.0%) and 
academic offer (10.9%), which together account for more than 60% in that dimension. 
For Results and Outcomes the most frequent indicators are: teaching quality and impact 
in the labour market (see quality of teaching (20.6%), internationalization (19.8%), 
learning (15.9 %) and employability (8.0%)). This means that the strategic planning 
emphasizes students, academic staff, academic offers, and the appropriateness of courses 
for the demands of professional careers measured by quality of teaching and 
employability of graduates. However, there is less emphasis on academic staff 
motivations to teach, mobility of students, and the role of the university in training 
entrepreneurs. This implies that universities are not responding to social objectives or 
acting as drivers of the economy and society. 
For the Research recording unit, the most frequent indicators for Resources and 
Activities are: research staff (18.8%), postgraduate studies (14.2%), sabbatical year for 
research (13.2%), and research projects (11.1%). For the Results and Outcomes 
dimension, the most frequent indicators are for cooperation (26.7%), creation, production 
and generation of knowledge (22.3%) and publication (16.2%). Here, the emphasis in the 
strategic planning seems to be on research staff, projects and collaboration, numbers of 
publications and policy research evaluation, and less on the resources needed for the 
organization and execution of research activities. 
In the Knowledge Transfer recording unit, for the Resources and Activities dimension, 
the most common indicators are: contracts and agreements (24.7%), entrepreneurship 
(12.0%), business practices (10.4%) and recruitment of resources and funds (9.1%). For 
the Results and Outcomes dimension, the most frequent indicators are: innovation 
(22.8%), social commitment (20.2%) and university-industry relationships (16.1%). Thus, 
we can say that indicators related to knowledge transfer results, such as innovation, social 
commitment and activities oriented to the relationship between universities and business, 
are the most important. However, it is surprising that the emphasis on innovation does not 
translate into protection of scientific results, that is, patents, copyright and licensing, 
although these activities are perhaps subsumed within the more general indicator of 
technology transfer. Creation of spin-offs and start-ups is not underlined. 
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Table 3. Number and distribution of indicators by recording unit and dimension. 
Recording 
Unit 
Dimension Indicator 
Total 
number 
% 
(d=100) 
% 
(r.u=100) 
Teaching 
Resources 
and Activities 
Students 1,327 20.8 14.7 
Qualifications 978 15.3 10.8 
Teacher, academic, supervisor, tutor 957 15.0 10.6 
Academic offer 697 10.9 7.7 
ICT in teaching 326 5.1 3.6 
Teaching methodology, methods used 
for instruction 
318 5.0 3.5 
Evaluation of teaching  316 4.9 3.5 
Mobility (students and academics)  308 4.8 3.4 
Life-long learning  295 4.6 3.3 
Degree studies 288 4.5 3.2 
Academic infrastructures 196 3.1 2.2 
E-learning 187 2.9 2.1 
Teaching dedication (workload) 123 1.9 1.4 
Scholarships 70 1.1 0.8 
Total Resources and Activities 6,386 100.0 70.5 
Results and 
Outcomes 
Teaching Quality 548 20.6 6.1 
Internationalization  529 19.8 5.8 
Learning  423 15.9 4.7 
Employability  214 8.0 2.4 
Vocational education and training 191 7.2 2.1 
Integral training 149 5.6 1.6 
Transition to labour market  132 5.0 1.5 
Accreditation  115 4.3 1.3 
Professionals skills 102 3.8 1.1 
Academic performance 99 3.7 1.1 
Academic awards 81 3.0 0.9 
Exercise of professional activities 43 1.6 0.5 
Multidisciplinary  40 1.5 0.4 
Total Results and Outcomes 2,666 100.0 29.5 
Total Teaching 9,052 100.0 100.0 
Research 
Resources 
and Activities 
Research staff  601 18.8 13.3 
Postgraduate studies  453 14.2 10.0 
Sabbatical year for research  421 13.2 9.3 
Research projects 355 11.1 7.8 
Research groups  321 10.0 7.1 
Research evaluation 245 7.7 5.4 
Research infrastructures  233 7.3 5.1 
Doctorate 216 6.7 4.8 
Master  136 4.2 3.0 
Support for research 87 2.7 1.9 
Research fellowship 68 2.1 1.5 
Research dedication (workload) 38 1.2 0.8 
Introductory course on research 21 0.7 0.5 
Research internship 6 0.2 0.1 
Total Resources and Activities 3,201 100,0 70.7 
Results and 
Outcomes 
Cooperation  354 26.7 7.8 
Creation, production, generation of 
knowledge  
296 22.3 6.5 
Publications  215 16.2 4.7 
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Staff with PhD  135 10.2 3.0 
PhD awarded 98 7.4 2.2 
Scientific progress 95 7.2 2.1 
Creativity  52 3.9 1.1 
Excellence research (quality) 45 3.4 1.0 
Acknowledgement (sexenio) 38 2.9 0.8 
Total Results and Outcomes 1,328 100.0 29.3 
Total Research 4,529 100.0 100.0 
Knowledge 
Transfer 
Resources 
and Activities 
Contracts and agreements 420 24.7 10.5 
Entrepreneurship 203 12.0 5.1 
Business practices 176 10.4 4.4 
Recruitment of resources and funds 155 9.1 3.9 
Scientific park 151 8.9 3.8 
Social Council 140 8.2 3.5 
Technological development 120 7.1 3.0 
Scientific diffusion 98 5.8 2.5 
Professional exchange 58 3.4 1.5 
Consultancy 49 2.9 1.2 
OTT 48 2.8 1.2 
Chair of enterprise 31 1.8 0.8 
Consortiums 26 1.5 0.7 
Incubators 22 1.3 0.6 
Total Resources and Activities 1,697 100,0 42.5 
Results and 
Outcomes 
Innovation 524 22.8 13.1 
Social commitment 463 20.2 11.6 
University-Industry Relationship 369 16.1 9.2 
Technological transfer 290 12.6 7.3 
Service to society 235 10.2 5.9 
Company creation 124 5.4 3.1 
Patents 89 3.9 2.2 
Commercialization 68 3.0 1.7 
Spin-off 39 1.7 1.0 
Social dialogue 30 1.3 0.8 
Social utility 27 1.2 0.7 
Licences 25 1.1 0.6 
Start-up 6 0.3 0.2 
Utility models 6 0.3 0.2 
Total Results and Outcomes 2,295 100.0 57.5 
Total Knowledge Transfer 3,992 100.0 100.0 
Source: Own elaboration. 
 
Table 4 presents the distribution of indicators for each recording unit (Teaching, 
Research, and Knowledge Transfer), each context unit (Mission, Vision and Strategic 
Priorities) and each dimension (Resources and Activities, and Results and Outcomes). 
The results demonstrate how Spanish universities conceptualize their university missions. 
Resources and Activities (64.2%) account for the highest number of indicators followed 
by Results and Outcomes (35.8%). Planning exercises are aimed at achieving objectives; 
however, it would seem that Spanish public university strategic plans are primarily a tool 
for managing use of resources. 
The trend in the distribution of indicators in each dimension is different for each 
recording unit. Indicators for Teaching are related mostly to Resources and Activities 
(70.5%) with only 29.5% referring directly and explicitly to Results and Outcomes. 
Around 70% of the indicators for Research refer to Resources and Activities, with 29.3% 
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related to Results and Outcomes. For Knowledge Transfer more than half of the 
indicators refer to Results and Outcomes (57.5%). The differences among missions are 
not trivial. Since the missions of teaching and research are the most familiar for the 
academic community, management is keen to highlight areas where academics should 
expend more effort. Knowledge transfer is a recent mission and it would seem that there 
is an effort to establish horizons in terms of outcomes, which requires a greater 
conceptual effort. 
Among the three context units, as expected, the highest proportion of indicators for 
Mission is related to Results and Outcomes: 53.9% Teaching, 59.7% Research and 82.8% 
Knowledge Transfer. For Vision, more than half of the indicators refer to Resources and 
Activities for Teaching (54.7%) and Research (59.8%), and only 15.4% refer to 
Knowledge Transfer. This is indicative perhaps of a lack of knowledge and experience 
about the mechanisms required to promote ‘third mission’ activities. In the case of 
Strategic Priorities, the differences among indicators is more pronounced for Teaching 
and Research (71.4% for Resources and Activities compared with 28.6% for Results and 
Outcomes), and less so for Knowledge Transfer (43.9% for Resources and Activities 
compared to 56.1% for Resources and Outcomes), due to the ‘new’ character of this 
university mission. 
 
Table 4. Number and distribution of indicators by recording unit, context unit and dimension 
Recording 
Unit 
Context Unit 
Dimension 
Total 
Resources / Activities Results / Outcomes 
  Nº % Nº % Nº % 
Teaching 
Mission 77 46.1 90 53.9 167 100.0 
Vision 110 54.7 91 45.3 201 100.0 
Strategic Priorities 6,199 71.4 2,485 28.6 8,684 100.0 
Research 
Mission 29 40.3 43 59.7 72 100.0 
Vision 52 59.8 35 40.2 87 100.0 
Strategic Priorities 3,120 71.4 1,250 28.6 4,370 100.0 
Knowledge 
Transfer 
Mission 20 17.2 96 82.8 116 100.0 
Vision 14 15.4 77 84.6 91 100.0 
Strategic Priorities 1,663 43.9 2,122 56.1 3,785 100.0 
Total  11,284 64.2 6,289 35.8 17,573 100.0 
Source: Own elaboration. 
 
Differences among the strategic plans formulated by universities 
In this section, we focus on whether Spanish public universities plan their missions of 
teaching, research and knowledge transfer similarly, or whether we can identify groups of 
universities related to the emphasis in their plans. Table 5 shows the distribution of the 
indicators for each strategic plan (university) by dimension (Resources and Activities, 
and Results and Outcomes) and by recording unit (Teaching, Research and Knowledge 
Transfer). Data are presented for all context units related to Mission, Vision and Strategic 
Priorities.  
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We would highlight that Teaching is the recording unit with the highest percentage of 
indicators for the whole sample and for each of the 36 strategic plans analysed. University 
of La Rioja ranks Teaching highest, with 74.9% of its strategic planning indicators 
referring to this mission, followed by University of Alicante (60.1%). The remaining 
universities are around 50%, within a range +/- 10 points, that is, between 40% and 60% 
of indicators referring to Teaching. Table 5 also shows that for those universities whose 
strategic plans assign a higher percentage of Teaching indicators compared to the overall 
Spanish sample, the proportion of indicators for Resources and Activities is higher than 
the proportion of indicators for Results and Outcomes. However, in some universities the 
proportions of indicators are similar to Teaching for both dimensions, for example, the 
University of A Corunya, the Technical University of Valencia and University of Vigo. 
In Spanish public universities, the next most important activity is Research with 25% 
to 35% of indicators referring to this mission. Research shows the second highest 
frequency of indicators in 25 of the 36 strategic plans analysed. Santiago of Compostela 
University has the highest percentage of indicators for Research (36.5%) and University 
of La Rioja has the lowest (13.2%). For those universities whose strategic plans assign a 
higher percentage of Research indicators compared to the overall Spanish sample, 
Resources and Activities receive a higher proportion than Results and Outcomes (e.g., 
Santiago de Compostela University, Basque Country University, Murcia and Barcelona 
University). However, there are also in some university strategic plans that the 
proportions of indicators for Research are similar for both dimensions (e.g., University of 
Alicante, University of La Rioja, Balearic Islands and Salamanca University).  
The indicators for Knowledge Transfer account for between 15% and 25% of the 
indicators recorded in the strategic plans. The Universities of Burgos and Miguel 
Hernandez put equal (24.7%) emphasis on Research and Knowledge Transfer. Nine 
strategic plans (University of Cadiz, Rovira i Virgili University, University of Lleida, 
University of Malaga, Technical University of Catalonia, Balearic Islands University, 
University of Salamanca, University of Zaragoza and University of Almeria) assign a 
higher proportion of indicators to Knowledge Transfer than Research, with percentages of 
around 30 or over. Also, among those university strategic plans that assign a higher 
percentage of indicators for Knowledge Transfer compared to the overall Spanish sample, 
with the exception of University of Burgos, the proportion of indicators assigned to 
Results and Outcomes is higher than the proportion assigned to Resources and Activities. 
 
Table 5. Distribution of indicators by university, dimension and recording unit (row=100%) 
University 
Resources and 
Activities 
Results and 
Outcomes 
Sub-Totals 
T R KT T R KT T R KT 
A Corunya 25.5 19.3 9.0 24.8 11.7 9.7 50.3 31.0 18.7 
Alicante 38.9 10.6 8.1 21.2 11.1 10.1 60.1 21.7 18.2 
Almeria 42.3 13.9 12.1 17.1 6.2 8.4 59.4 20.1 20.5 
Autonomous of Madrid 42.2 17.7 7.5 14.5 6.5 11.7 56.7 24.2 19.2 
Barcelona 30.2 26.5 5.9 14.3 6.5 16.6 44.5 33.0 22.5 
Burgos 33.2 18.7 13.7 17.2 6.1 11.1 50.4 24.8 24.8 
Cadiz 26.5 14.1 15.7 18.2 6.6 18.9 44.7 20.7 34.6 
Cordoba 31.3 20.1 8.5 20.3 6.4 13.3 51.6 26.5 21.8 
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Girona 27.9 21.6 10.3 16.3 8.9 15.0 44.2 30.5 25.3 
Granada 33.4 19.3 10.9 16.1 8.6 11.7 49.5 27.9 22.6 
Huelva 35.9 20.4 10.6 11.5 7.6 14.1 47.4 28.0 24.7 
Balearic Islands 29.0 13.1 8.2 20.6 11.6 17.5 49.6 24.7 25.7 
Jaen 37.6 17.1 11.8 15.2 8.7 9.6 52.8 25.8 21.4 
Jaume I  40.7 19.0 6.8 10.4 6.8 16.3 51.1 25.8 23.1 
La Laguna 35.8 25.9 10.7 12.5 4.4 10.6 48.3 30.3 21.3 
La Rioja 63.8 7.6 5.5 11.1 5.6 6.3 74.9 13.2 11.8 
Gran Canaria 40.1 19.2 9.4 10.0 9.7 11.6 50.1 28.9 21.0 
Leon 35.2 18.5 10.3 20.6 6.0 9.4 55.8 24.5 19.7 
Lleida 32.9 16.6 13.3 15.7 4.8 16.6 48.6 21.4 29.9 
Malaga 29.5 20.4 13.0 13.4 6.9 16.7 42.9 27.3 29.7 
Miguel Hernandez  33.2 18.7 13.7 17.2 6.1 11.1 50.4 24.8 24.8 
Murcia 30.4 24.4 7.9 12.6 9.2 15.6 43.0 33.6 23.5 
Oviedo 40.2 15.9 4.7 16.8 6.6 15.7 57.0 22.5 20.4 
Pablo Olavide 38.6 20.3 9.3 14.4 6.9 10.5 53.0 27.2 19.8 
Basque Country 31.3 21.8 8.1 13.0 13.4 12.3 44.3 35.2 20.4 
Technical of Catalunya 41.6 11.4 12.9 13.9 6.7 13.6 55.5 18.1 26.5 
Technical of Valencia 22.4 17.1 9.3 22.0 12.0 17.1 44.4 29.1 26.4 
Public Navarra 29.8 21.0 8.5 20.6 6.6 13.5 50.4 27.6 22.0 
Rovira i Virgili 24.3 14.8 11.1 18.3 8.4 23.0 42.6 23.2 34.1 
Salamanca 29.3 9.8 7.3 20.7 14.6 18.3 50.0 24.4 25.6 
Santiago de Compostela 41.5 31.6 8.3 8.7 5.1 4.7 50.2 36.7 13.0 
Seville 33.4 19.3 10.9 16.1 8.6 11.7 49.5 27.9 22.6 
Valencia  39.6 15.7 8.9 14.8 8.9 12.1 54.4 24.6 21.0 
Valladolid 41.7 18.3 13.1 12.6 7.1 7.1 54.3 25.4 20.2 
Vigo 25.5 19.3 9.0 24.8 11.7 9.7 50.3 31.0 18.7 
Zaragoza 45.3 13.2 10.5 12.0 4.6 14.5 57.3 17.8 25.0 
Total 36.3 18.2 9.7 15.2 7.6 13.0 51.5 25.8 22.7 
Source: Own elaboration. Note: T= Teaching; R= Research; KT= Knowledge Transfer. 
 
Based on these results, we can propose a typology of Spanish public universities that 
distinguishes between universities focused primarily on teaching, and universities focused 
primarily on research and/or knowledge transfer. To test our results we apply factor 
analysis. We derive two independent and orthogonal factors for the mission of teaching, 
and the missions of research and knowledge transfer. These factors explain 99.8% of the 
total variance. 
The grouping deriving from the factor analysis suggests that, in line with the results of 
our strategic plans analysis, Spanish public universities consider only transfer of 
knowledge from research. This implies a level of decoupling between the missions of 
research and knowledge transfer, and teaching. The literature stresses the need for an 
integrated approach to all three missions (Laredo, 2007), but it would seem that Spanish 
universities are lagging in this respect. 
Figure 3 depicts university typologies based on the scores for each factor. Universities 
located below the diagonal are more oriented to teaching (e.g., University of La Rioja, 
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Alicante, Technical University of Valencia, Oviedo, etc.), those above the diagonal are 
oriented to research and knowledge transfer (e.g., Santiago of Compostela University, 
Cadiz, Rovira i Virgili, etc.), and those on the diagonal are focused equally on teaching, 
and research and transfer of knowledge (e.g., University of Jaen, Seville, Granada and 
Jaume I). 
 
Figure 3. University grouping in terms of their orientation towards teaching, research and 
knowledge transfer missions. 
 
Source: Own Elaboration. 
 
5. Conclusions 
In this paper, we analyse Spanish public universities’ strategic plans as a tool to 
explore the ability of these organizations to meet the needs of their internal and external 
stakeholders and, therefore, to improve the quality of the institution. We assume that 
planning exercises are aimed at achieving objectives (referred to in this paper as Results 
and Outcomes) and that the essence of strategic planning is differentiation. However, 
based on our results, it would seem that Spanish public university strategic plans are 
primarily a tool for managing the use of resources (in this paper Resources and 
Activities), and the implementation of strategic planning is the response to a mimetic and 
normative mechanism, which is promoting the strengthening of some university missions 
at the expense of others to achieve organizational change rather than to respond to 
stakeholders’ demands.  
So what makes Spanish universities differ from one to the other? Our comparative 
analysis of university’s strategic plans shows that university missions are not 
institutionalized to the same degree. The universities analysed fall into two groups 
according to the weight given in their strategic plans to each university mission: a group 
focused primarily on teaching, and a group focused on research and knowledge transfer. 
Although our analytical framework is informative about universities’ reconfiguration 
processes, more in-depth investigation is needed to identify the influences on these 
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processes. We need to consider whether the behaviour of Spanish public universities is 
changing at the institutional level. For example, the University of Salamanca, one of 
Spain’s oldest universities, is characterized by a focus on education and an ability to 
attract students from outside the region. However, our results show that, according to its 
strategic plan, although teaching is its primary mission, this university is below the 
average of Spanish public universities for this mission, and focuses more attention first on 
knowledge transfer and then research. In the case of the Technical University of 
Catalonia, the results again contradict the general assumptions. Despite its being a highly 
technical university, its percentages for teaching are higher than the Spanish public 
university average. Also, it shows higher than average percentages for knowledge 
transfer, but has a weak focus on research. These results tend to suggest that institutions’ 
strategic plans emphasize their weaknesses (i.e. areas that require greater attention) rather 
than their strengths. 
This point a need to determine whether there is a relationship between what 
universities say they do (in their strategic plans) and what they actually do, and whether 
the university’s discipline composition affects its strategic planning. This requires more 
work and collection of more secondary data to enable an extended study of whether 
Spanish public universities institutionally are formalizing strategic planning in a trend 
towards more homogeneous university performance evaluations to determine university 
funding. That is, empirical observation of universities’ strategic plans should encompass 
the explicit institutional missions and visions of academic management to provide some 
understanding of how universities react to environmental pressures, and legitimize their 
missions and strategies in order to attract support from government and other sources, in 
the form of especially financial resources. Ultimately, it would seem that the basic 
purpose of strategic planning – to assist the organization in establishing priorities and to 
better serve the needs of its constituency – is providing the basis for the essence of 
differentiation. 
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